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Mr. John H. Thompson

Associate Director for Decennial Census
Bureau of the Census

Suitland Federal Center

Suitland and Silver Hill Roads
Building 2, Room 3586

Suitland, Maryland 20233

Dear John:

This is a comment on the Federal Register notice at 65 FR 38370,
and you are named as the person to whom such comments should be
sent; please excuse the formality of what follows.

Census adjustment may be described as modern science, well
grounded in statistical theory. The reality is more complex.

If certain assumptions hold, then the census can be adjusted so
as to improve accuracy. Experience from 1980 and 1990 teaches us
that the requisite assumptions do not hold. The arguments in the
professional literature then turn to the degree of failure in

the basic assumptions, and the impact on the adjustment process.
No consensus has been reached. The matter has been studied by

a number of NRC panels. However, the panel reports do not

even identify the key issues in dispute, much less resolve

them. See, for instance, the comments by Brown et al. (1999)

on Cohen et al. (1999).

The argument continues in Prewitt (2000). This documentloffers
little by way of new analysis. Instead, it cites NRC reports and
Census Bureau documents to support adjustment and rebut criticism,
or offers unpublished Bureau opinion and judgment. As noted
above, the NRC reports are not adequate to the task. Furthermore,
the Census Bureau documents do not in the main prove the points
for which they are cited. Finally, much as I respect Bureau
staff, their opinions cannot be equated with scientific truth:
their past judgments on adjustment issues have been too fallible.
In short, the case for adjustment-- in 1990 or in 2000-- remains
to be made.




Despite the weaknesses in the evidence, some senior Bureau staff
have announced a decision to adjust. For all intents and purposes,
the Director himself has decided to adjust-- unless there is a
manifest breakdown in the operations or, I suppose, adjustment
would change population shares in unanticipated ways (65 FR
38375). Apparently, decisions have been made without benefit of
data from the census or the post enumeration survey, let alone
evaluation studies. Tellingly, 65 FR 38371, section 101.2, does
not even contemplate the possibility that the Bureau’s steering
committee and the director will both come out against certifying
the adjusted counts for use in redistricting.

I turn to the rule proposed by the Department of Commerce in 65 FR
38370, citing Prewitt (2000) for a conclusion that adjustment "is
expected to improve the overall accuracy of the census." This
seems over-optimistic, as discussed above. The document suggests
that adjustment is operationally feasible, which looks to be
right-- although enormous resources are diverted from other Bureau
activities in order to carry out the adjustment program. The
document insists that

Review of the Director’s decision by the Secretary of Commerce
would at a minimum create the appearance that considerations
other than those relating to statistical science were being
taken into account, and could well allow the decision to be
based on such irrelevant considerations. There is absolutely
no role for non-scientific considerations in this process.

To this long-time friend of the Bureau, the promises ring hollow.
The scientific basis for a pro-adjustment decision is cloudy at
best. Non-scientific considerations are to be excluded. How
then is the decision to be justified?

Referenced below are some recent papers bearing on the adjustment

issue.

Yours sincerely,

Dowtd

David A Freedman
Professor of Statistics
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